**SARS cases still increasing**

On April 29, WHO said there more than 5000 cases worldwide of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS). 26 countries have reported a cumulative total of 5050 probable SARS cases with 321 deaths. As *The Lancet* went to press, on April 29, new deaths were reported from China (9), Hong Kong SAR (17), and Singapore (2).

**East Asian economy hit by SARS**

The World Bank revised growth estimates for East Asia\'s economy in 2003 from 6% to 5% because of the impact of SARS and the Iraq war. However, the "east Asia region has fundamental strengths that should enable it to withstand these short-term shocks, and grow faster than any other region in the world", said the Bank\'s Vice President for East Asia and the Pacific, Jemal-ud-din Kassum.

**WHO says Viet Nam is SARS free**

WHO removed Viet Nam from the list of countries with local transmission of SARS on April 29 after no new cases were found for 20 days. The status change for Viet Nam is significant because it was one of four countries identified by WHO on March 15 as having local transmission of SARS. Viet Nam reported 63 SARS cases and five deaths before April 8.

**SARS fears prompts riot in China**

A mob of up to 2000 people ransacked an abandoned school in the outskirts of Beijing which government officials had intended to use as a quarantine for patients infected with SARS. The first reported case of civil unrest linked to the outbreak was controlled by riot police but only after the crowd had also damaged local government offices. Meanwhile the government has built quarantines elsewhere and enforced draconian measures such as closing entertainment venues and schools.

**Vaccine ineffective for pneumonia**

The pneumococcal polysaccharide vaccine, recommended for all people older than 65 years, does not reduce the overall risk of pneumonia in elderly people according to researchers in *New Engl J Med* (May 1). The investigators found that the vaccine is effective in preventing bloodstream infection with the pneumococcal bacterium, but not pneumonia. In the study of 47 000 people aged 65 years and older, those who had received the pneumococcal polysaccharide vaccine were not less likely to contract pneumonia than those who had not been vaccinated.

**Stem cells used to make eggs**

Scientists have coaxed male and female mouse embryonic stem cells to develop into eggs, in laboratory cultures, according to research in *Science* (published online May 1, [DOI: 10.1126/science.1083452](10.1126/science.1083452)). The investigators followed the development of a population of stem cells expressing a germline-specific gene and found that the cells seemed to go through meiosis and developed into blastocyst-like structures, although the eggs weren\'t fertilised. Until now, cultured embryonic stem cells have been regarded pluripotent, since researchers could not induce them to develop into sperm and eggs.

**Intermittent fasting boosts health**

Intermittent fasting benefits health as much or more than long-term calorie restriction, say investigators in *Proc Natl Acad Sci USA* (published online May 2, [DOI: 10.1073/pnas.1035720100](10.1073/pnas.1035720100)). They found that the health benefits to mice who received no food one day and unlimited access to food the next were much the same, if not better, than those in mice who received a consistently low allocation of food, including reduced insulin concentrations and increased resistance of brain neurons to stress.

**The genome for all**

The challenge for the future is to see whether the benefits of human genome research extend to everyone, or just the rich, said John Sulston, one of the leaders of the human genome consortium, at a meeting on April 25, in Cambridge, UK, exactly 50 years after the structure of DNA was described. He emphasised the pragmatic advantages of wide availability of the publicly-funded sequence (currently getting 600 000 hits per week), which encourages information sharing between scientists. But he pointed out that a lack of infrastructure was hindering access to genome data in resource-poor countries.

**Understanding autoimmunity**

Changes to a key gene might predispose some people to develop autoimmune diseases such as type 1 diabetes, according to investigators in *Nature* (published online April 30, [DOI: 10.1038/nature01621](10.1038/nature01621)). The researchers have identified various changes to the *CTLA4* gene, which are found in patients with Graves\' disease, autoimmune hypothyroidism, and type 1 diabetes. Usually, the gene codes for a crucial molecule that regulates the immune system.

**CNS drugs raise risk of fractures**

Older women who take narcotics or antidepressants are more likely to have non-spinal bone fracture, say researchers in the latest *Arch Intern Med* (2003; **163**: 949--57). The investigators found that drugs active in the CNS can impair alertness and neuromuscular function and increase the risk of falls and fractures in individuals older than 65 years. Compared with women not taking CNS active drugs, women taking narcotics were almost 40% more likely and those taking antidepressants 25% more likely to have non-spine fractures.
